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This issue is devoted to comedy, so let’s get right to the point. What makes someone funny? 

	
	That’s not funny. You want to know what’s not funny? Thinking about it. 

What is comedy? 

I don’t know. How would I know? Any episode of “South Park” is funnier than 90 percent of the comedy produced in any given year — movie, TV, just any episode of “South Park” is generally the funniest thing put out that year. 

What films have you seen recently that made you laugh? 
I liked “Talladega Nights.” I think Will Ferrell is clicking. Vince Vaughn is the funniest guy I have seen in 20 years, since Eddie Murphy. The Borat movie is pretty funny. 

I find Borat’s hostility toward women juvenile and upsetting. 


If no one is uncomfortable with your act, you’re probably not digging really deep into yourself. 

Borat comes out of your own tradition of shock comedy. You use a lot of profanity and off-color humor, at least when you’re doing stand-up. 

Me? What have I ever said that was off color? I don’t think I have ever been off color. 

Why is cursing inherently funny? 

I don’t know if cursing is inherently funny. There are a lot of unfunny people who curse all the time. 

Is there such a thing as African-American humor, the way there is, for instance, Jewish humor? 

It’s all humor. When I was a kid, we didn’t sit around thinking that Rodney Dangerfield was a funny white guy. We just laughed. My white friends love Richard Pryor and Bill Cosby just as much as I do. 

How would you describe your creative process? 

I try to come up with a crazy hypothesis and prove it right comedically. You say something that makes no sense — women are physically stronger than men — and prove it right. That’s kind of what you do. 

Are you constantly jotting down ideas for potential jokes? 

I’ve got a list on my BlackBerry. 

So what have you got there, for instance? 

Women who let their husband look better than them. If nothing else in the marriage, don’t let your husband look better than you. It’s a disaster for everybody. One thing about families, if it’s bad for one of you, it’s bad for the family. 

You yourself are a family guy who lives in suburban New Jersey with your wife and young daughters. 

I’m really into it. My kids save me from my miserable self. 

Miserable in what way? 

You know, in that comedian, self-deprecating way. I love being a dad. It’s the only thing I absolutely love. It’s the one thing I have no doubts about. 

Are you strict as a father? 

I try to be. There’s no cursing in my house. 

Can you tell us about your own childhood in Brooklyn? 

It’s Bed-Stuy, so no one is delivering a pizza to your house for fear of getting robbed. But I had two loving parents. My dad drove a truck for The Daily News. My mom taught mentally handicapped kids. 

Your parents had you bused to a school in an all-white section of Brooklyn. Was that hard on you? 
There was a lot of racism I experienced, just being bused. But I would bet you 60 percent of it was because I was one of the smallest kids in the class. With boys, your size so determines who you are. 

I see you’ll be getting an award in Las Vegas this week, at “The Comedy Festival” for HBO. Do you plan to gamble during your stay? 

I tell jokes for a living. That is a gamble. 

"The Dance: The History of American Minstrelsy."
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Starting tonight, though, Mr. White's play will become a local attraction for New Yorkers instead. The play opens tonight at the Richmond Shepard Theater, 309 East 26th Street, in Manhattan, where it will run through March 3.

"The Dance" is a two-person satire about the history of American minstrel shows told from the point of view of African-American performers (who themselves wear blackface makeup), humorously chronicling a performance tradition that spanned more than 100 years of American theater history.
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Laughter, a topic that stymied philosophers for 2,000 years, is finally yielding to science. Researchers have scanned brains and tickled babies, chimpanzees and rats. They’ve traced the evolution of laughter back to what looks like the primal joke — or, to be precise, the first stand-up routine to kill with an audience of primates. 

(Researchers) discovered something that eluded Plato, Aristotle, Hobbes, Kant, Schopenhauer, Freud and the many theorists who have tried to explain laughter based on the mistaken premise that they’re explaining humor.

Occasionally we’re surprised into laughing at something funny, but most laughter has little to do with humor. It’s an instinctual survival tool for social animals, not an intellectual response to wit. It’s not about getting the joke. It’s about getting along.

When Robert R. Provine tried applying his training in neuroscience to laughter 20 years ago, he naïvely began by dragging people into his laboratory at the University of Maryland, Baltimore County, to watch episodes of “Saturday Night Live” and a George Carlin routine. They didn’t laugh much. It was what a stand-up comic would call a bad room.

So he went out into natural habitats — city sidewalks, suburban malls — and carefully observed thousands of “laugh episodes.” He found that 80 percent to 90 percent of them came after straight lines like “I know” or “I’ll see you guys later.” The witticisms that induced laughter rarely rose above the level of “You smell like you had a good workout.”

“Most prelaugh dialogue,” Professor Provine concluded in “Laughter,” his 2000 book, “is like that of an interminable television situation comedy scripted by an extremely ungifted writer.”

He found that most speakers, particularly women, did more laughing than their listeners, using the laughs as punctuation for their sentences. It’s a largely involuntary process. People can consciously suppress laughs, but few can make themselves laugh convincingly. 

“Laughter is an honest social signal because it’s hard to fake,” Professor Provine says. “We’re dealing with something powerful, ancient and crude. It’s a kind of behavioral fossil showing the roots that all human beings, maybe all mammals, have in common.”

The human ha-ha evolved from the rhythmic sound — pant-pant — made by primates like chimpanzees when they tickle and chase one other while playing. Jaak Panksepp, a neuroscientist and psychologist at Washington State University, discovered that rats emit an ultrasonic chirp (inaudible to humans without special equipment) when they’re tickled, and they like the sensation so much they keep coming back for more tickling.

He and Professor Provine figure that the first primate joke — that is, the first action to produce a laugh without physical contact — was the feigned tickle, the same kind of coo-chi-coo move parents make when they thrust their wiggling fingers at a baby. Professor Panksepp thinks the brain has ancient wiring to produce laughter so that young animals learn to play with one another. The laughter stimulates euphoria circuits in the brain and also reassures the other animals that they’re playing, not fighting. 

“Primal laughter evolved as a signaling device to highlight readiness for friendly interaction,” Professor Panksepp says. “Sophisticated social animals such as mammals need an emotionally positive mechanism to help create social brains and to weave organisms effectively into the social fabric.”

A joke was inflicted by social psychologists at Florida State University on undergraduate women last year, during interviews for what was ostensibly a study of their spending habits. Some of the women were told the interviewer would be awarding a substantial cash prize to a few of the participants, like a boss deciding which underling deserved a bonus.

The women put in the underling position were a lot more likely to laugh at the joke than were women in the control group. But it wasn’t just because these underlings were trying to manipulate the boss, as was demonstrated in a follow-up experiment.

This time each of the women watched the joke being told on videotape by a person who was ostensibly going to be working with her on a task. There was supposed to be a cash reward afterward to be allocated by a designated boss. In some cases the woman watching was designated the boss; in other cases she was the underling or a co-worker of the person on the videotape.

When the woman watching was the boss, she didn’t laugh much at the joke. But when she was the underling or a co-worker, she laughed much more, even though the joke-teller wasn’t in the room to see her. When you’re low in the status hierarchy, you need all the allies you can find, so apparently you’re primed to chuckle at anything even if it doesn’t do you any immediate good.

